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Oscars, there are more African-American men under the control of the criminal justice system in the United States than were enslaved in the mid-19th century. Blacks and Hispanics make up almost 60 percent of the prison population, though only a quarter of the population as a whole. In the last 30 years, the prison population has quadrupled, and the United States now holds around 25 percent of the world's prisoners-and has the highest per capita incarceration rate of any country in the world.
Much of that growth is due to the failed (yet ongoing) war on drugs. And although five times as many whites report using illegal drugs as blacks, blacks go to prison for drug offenses at 10 times the rate of whites, with much longer sentences. If this pattern continues, one in three black men can expect to be incarcerated, leaving broken families and ruined neighborhoods in their wake. This is some of the raw material with which the legal scholar Michelle Alexander demonstrated, in her 2010 book The New Jim Crow, that criminal justice in the United States has become the basis of a "racial caste system"-a subtler, less explicit successor to slavery and segregation, masked in the plausible deniabiliy of "colorblindness."
The Scandal of White Complicity in U.S. Hyper-Incarceration is a much-needed attempt by three Catholic scholars to unmask this crisis in theological terms, with a particular focus on the role of white Americans in "cooperation with evil." In so doing, they pose a formidable challenge to U.S. Catholics, who have been far too silent on this catastrophic threat to human dignity that is hidden in plain sight.
Or maybe not so hidden. The authors identify examples of how the practice of mass incarceration is made to seem normal and justified, from words said in passing on "The West Wing" to the corporate-sponsored rap music that is controlled and consumed largely by whites. The image of black men as dangerous, and thus deserving of prolonged imprisonment, is projected constantly in the media and in white people's behavior, even while they take pains never to say so outright. If a racist slip of the tongue comes out here and there, we treat it as a momentary failing of the individual who said it, not as a reflection of the pervasive culture. Collective racism is supposed to be over. White Americans, however, self-segregate socially and geographically more than any other racial group; "We imprison ourselves," the authors write. Yet as the dominant caste, whites are reminded of their racial identity far less than others. They can mistake their perspective for the default, even the objective. In the book's foreword, Helen Prejean, C.S.J., writes of growing up in segregated Baton Rouge, La., unaware of the violence inflicted by the racial subjugation that she participated in daily because it was so carefully kept out of view. Whites face a formidable challenge in discerning the principalities and powers binding them to racist mass incarceration, much less in exorcising its demons from themselves.
